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Architecture study abroad programs in Rome are numerous 
among ACSA member schools. They range from short travel 
experiences to full degree programs. The programs which con-
tain studio components are often in a dilemma. Do you keep a 
strong studio based environment where students work in the 
confines of a traditional studio space, or do you provide the 
opportunity for students to travel and study the environment 
which the city provides? The dilemma lies with the time that 
both activities take to be successful endeavors. The following 
describes a pedagogical approach that combines the strengths 
of both. 

The studio is a semester long 4th Year design studio based in 
Rome, Italy. The city and surrounding areas of Rome not only 
became the laboratory for research, but become a physical 
extension of the studio. The studio takes advantage of both 
sketching and digital methods of design research. The course 
is broken up into two parts. The first part of the semester 
involves research and analysis, while the second part contains 
a four week design charrette. Between the two parts, the stu-
dents engage in a week long design charrette with students 
from two other architecture programs, and a service learning 
activity with archeologists to document architectural frag-
ments from the Capitoline Museum. 

The first part of the studio has the students study the city 
through a series of sketch and hybrid drawings. The sketch 
assignments are designed for the students to look and find con-
nections between the different layers of the city. The intention 
of the exercises are not to replicate what is seen, but to explore 
how the past architecture influenced the future layers of con-
struction. The hybrid drawings are designed to explore both 
the “artifacts” and “spaces” that make up the palimpsest of the 
city. A more contemporary assignment has the students create 
a video exploring the spatial qualities of an Italian hill town.  
The combination of these assignments begins a conversation 

within the studio about the importance and relevancy of old 
“ruins” verses the needs of contemporary Italians.  Each stu-
dent keeps a design blog which includes their physical assign-
ments along with critical analysis of the objects learned.

The second part of the studio has the students apply the 
knowledge that they obtained of the past within a contempo-
rary context. Due to the remaining time constraints involved in 
a study abroad program, a four week design charrette is given 
to teams of three to four students. The project is designed 
to be entered into the annual ACSA Steel Student Design 
Competition. The students are encouraged not only to design 
a building, but to look at how the building could engage the 
urban fabric of the city. 

The program combines everything from traditional in situ 
sketchbook assignments to collaborative design projects, all 
framed within short focused exercises. When combined and in 
sequence, the exercises mimic the palimpsest of city, provid-
ing the students a layering of historical, design, and cultural 
education.
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